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We review the progress that has been made in observing and analyzing molec-
ular cloud structure in recent years. Structures are self-similar over a wide
range of scales with similar power law indices independent of the star form-
ing nature of a cloud. Comparison of structures at parsec-scale resolution in
a star forming and non-star forming cloud show that the average densities
in the former are higher but the structural characteristics in each cloud are
much the same. In gravitationally bound regions of a cloud, however, and
at higher densities and resolution, the self-similar scaling relationships break
down and it is possible to observe the first steps toward star formation. High
resolution observations of the dense individual star forming cores within the
clumps hold the key to an empirical understanding of the origins of the stellar
initial mass function.
I. INTRODUCTION
Molecular clouds are generally self-gravitating, magnetized, turbu-
lent, compressible fluids. The puzzle of how stars form from molecular
clouds begins with understanding the physics of such objects and how
individual, gravitationally unstable cores condense within them.
In this review, we describe advances in understanding that have
been made since the last Protostars and Planets meeting (see the chap-
ter by Blitz in particular, but also chapters by Lada, Strom & Myers,
Elmegreen, McKee et al., and Heiles et al.) The predominant point of
view at that time was that the inhomogeneous structure that had been
observed even in the earliest complete maps of molecular clouds (e.g.,
Kutner et al. 1977; Blitz & Thaddeus 1980) could be described as a set
of discrete clumps (Blitz & Stark 1986). These clumps themselves con-
tain dense cores which are the localized sites of star formation within
the cloud (Myers & Benson 1983).
In the intervening years there have been a growing number of pa-
pers that describe an alternative point of view: that clouds are scale-
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free and their structure is best described as fractal (e.g., Bazell & De´sert
1988; Scalo 1990; Falgarone, Phillips, & Walker 1991). In this picture,
the hierarachy of cores within clumps within clouds is simply an obser-
vational categorization of this self-similar structure. Here we contrast,
but also try to reconcile, these two descriptions with a focus on the
global questions that link star formation to the ISM: what controls the
efficiency and rate of star formation, and what determines the shape of
the stellar initial mass function (IMF)?
We begin by describing the large scale view of the molecular ISM,
and move to progressively smaller scales. The study of molecular clouds
is a broad topic and to stay close to the title of this meeting, we con-
centrate on the structure and evolution of the star forming regions in
these clouds.
II. THE LARGE SCALE VIEW
Advances in millimeter-wave receiver technology have made it pos-
sible to map molecular clouds rapidly at high sensitivity. The noise
in an observation is directly proportional to the system temperature,
and as receiver temperatures have decreased, it has become feasible to
map entire complexes – degrees in angular size – at sub-arcminute res-
olution. Focal plane arrays (arrays of receivers observing neighboring
points of the sky simultaneously) at the FCRAO 14 m and NRAO 12 m
single dish telescopes have increased the mapping speed by an order of
magnitude. Up to four receivers operating at different frequencies can
be used simultaneously at the IRAM 30 m telescope to observe the
same position on the sky. The expansion of the millimeter-wave in-
terferometers, IRAM, OVRO, and BIMA has dramatically increased
the imaging quality and sensitivity of these instruments and has made
high resolution observations (< 10′′) of structure in molecular clouds
considerably quicker and easier.
Most of the mass of the molecular ISM is in the form of giant molec-
ular clouds (GMCs), with masses ∼ 105−6 M⊙, diameters ∼ 50 pc, and
average densities, 〈nH2〉 ∼ 102 cm−3 (e.g., Blitz 1993). The sharp cut-
off at the upper end of the cloud mass distribution at ∼ 6 × 106 M⊙
(Williams & McKee 1997) indicates that cloud masses are limited by
some physical process, such as the tidal field of the Galaxy or the dis-
rupting effect of massive stars within them.
The FCRAO telescope has recently completed a sensitive, high
resolution, unbiased study of the CO emission in the outer Galaxy
(Heyer et al. 1998). There is no distance ambiguity in the outer Galaxy
and much less blending of emission, and therefore this survey allows
a more detailed investigation of the large scale structure of the ISM
(see Figure 1) than earlier surveys of the inner Galaxy by Dame et
al. (1987) and Sanders et al. (1985). Heyer et al. (1998) confirm that
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there are large regions with little or no CO emission (Dame et al. 1986)
and concur with earlier results that these regions have been cleared of
molecular gas by the intense radiation fields and stellar winds from
massive stars. Further recent observations of the structural imprint of
massive star formation in individual star forming regions is discussed
by Patel et al. (1995), Carpenter, Snell, & Shloerb (1995a), and Heyer,
Carpenter, & Ladd (1996). Carpenter, Snell, & Shloerb (1995b) suggest
that massive stars can act to compress gas and create dense cores that
give rise to the next generation of star formation as originally proposed
by Elmegreen & Lada (1977).
Heyer & Terebey (1998) and Digel et al. (1996) show that CO
emission in the outer Galaxy is confined almost exclusively to the spi-
ral arms, confirming the earlier results of Cohen et al. (1980). The
former, most recent work shows that the ratio of emission in the arm
to interarm regions is greater than 28:1. The absence of molecular
gas in the interarm regions implies that molecular clouds form from a
compressed atomic medium, and have lifetimes that are less than an
arm crossing time ∼ 107 yr. These conclusions may not apply in the
inner Galaxy where it has been more difficult to isolate arm emission
and calculate an arm-to-interarm ratio. Solomon & Rivolo (1989) have
argued that about half the CO in the inner Galaxy is in clouds that
are not actively forming stars, and that this gas is not concentrated in
spiral arms. However, Loinard et al. (1996) find an arm-to-interarm
ratio ∼ 10 : 1 in M31 in the south-west “ring” ∼ 9 kpc from the galaxy
center which suggests that similar conclusions about cloud formation
and lifetimes can be drawn in that galaxy too.
There have been several recent studies of HI halos around molec-
ular clouds (e.g. Kuchar & Bania 1993; Williams & Maddalena 1996;
Moriarty-Schieven, Andersson & Wannier 1997) and a comprehensive
survey is underway at the DRAO telescope (Normandeau, Taylor, &
Dewdney 1997). In order to form a GMC of mass 106 M⊙ out of an
atomic ISM of density 〈nH〉 ∼ 1 cm−3, gas must be accumulated from
a volume ∼ 0.4 kpc in diameter. Since such a large region encom-
passes many atomic clouds, the density inhomogeneities in molecular
clouds may simply reflect the initial non-uniform conditions of their
formation rather than the first step in the fragmentation/condensation
process that leads to the creation of stars (Elmegreen 1985). To distin-
guish between the remnants of the formation of a cloud and the first
steps toward star formation, it is necessary to analyze and compare
structures in a number of different clouds.
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III. CLOUD STRUCTURE AND SELF-SIMILARITY
A. A categorization of molecular cloud structure
Before we discuss the analysis of cloud structure, we first define an
operational categorization into clouds, clumps, and cores. This catego-
rization is not inconsistent with the fractal models for cloud structure
that are discussed in §III.E, although we argue that gravity introduces
scales that limit the range of validity of the fractal description.
Molecular clouds are regions in which the gas is primarily molec-
ular. Almost all known molecular clouds in the Galaxy are detectable
in CO. Giant molecular clouds have masses >∼ 104 M⊙, are generally
gravitationally bound, and may contain several sites of star forma-
tion. However, there also exist small molecular clouds with masses
<∼ 102 M⊙, such as the unbound high latitude clouds discovered by
Blitz, Magnani, & Mundy (1984), and the small, gravitationally bound
molecular clouds in the Galactic plane cataloged by Clemens & Barvai-
nis (1988). A small number of low mass stars are observed to form in
some of these clouds but the contribution to their total star formation
rate in the Galaxy is negligible (Magnani et al. 1995).
Clumps are coherent regions in l− b− v space, generally identified
from spectral line maps of molecular emission. Star-forming clumps
are the massive clumps out of which stellar clusters form. Although
most clusters are unbound, the gas out of which they form is bound
(Williams, Blitz, & Stark 1995). Cores are regions out of which single
stars (or multiple systems such as binaries) form and are necessarily
gravitationally bound. Not all material that goes into forming a star
must come from the core; some may be accreted from the surrounding
clump or cloud as the protostar moves through it (Bonnell et al. 1997).
We have discussed this categorization to describe observations in
a uniform manner and to provide a clear link to the processes of star
formation. In the following sections we adopt this classification and
discuss the relationship between the structure of molecular clouds and
their evolution toward star formation.
B. The virial theorem for molecular clouds
The condition for a molecular cloud or clump within it to be grav-
itationally bound can be inferred from the virial theorem, which may
be written
1
2
I¨ = 2(T − T0) +M+W , (1)
where I is the moment of inertia, T is the total kinetic energy (including
thermal), M is the net magnetic energy, and W is the gravitational
energy (see McKee et al. 1993 for more details). The moment of inertia
term is usually neglected, but it may be significant for a turbulent cloud.
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In contrast to the terms on the RHS of the equation, it can be of either
sign, and as a result its effects can be averaged out either by applying
the virial theorem to an ensemble of clouds or clumps or by averaging
over a time long compared with the dynamical time (assuming the
cloud lives that long.) The kinetic energy term,
T =
∫
Vcl
(
3
2
Pth +
1
2
ρv2
)
dV ≡ 3
2
P¯ Vcl, (2)
includes both the thermal and non-thermal pressure inside the cloud.
The surface term can be expressed as T0 = 32P0Vcl, where P0 is about
equal to the total thermal plus nonthermal pressure in the ambient
medium (McKee and Zweibel 1992). Finally, the gravitational term
can be written as (Bertoldi and McKee 1992)
W ≡ −3PGVcl, (3)
where the “gravitational pressure” PG is the mean weight of the ma-
terial in the cloud. With these results, the steady–state, or time–
averaged, virial theorem becomes
P¯ = P0 + PG
(
1− M|W|
)
. (4)
In this form, the virial theorem has an immediate intuitive meaning: the
mean pressure inside the cloud is the surface pressure plus the weight
of the material inside the cloud, reduced by the magnetic stresses.
In the absence of an external gravitational field, W is the gravita-
tional energy of the cloud,
W = −3
5
a
(
GM2
R
)
, (5)
where a is a numerical factor of order unity that has been evaluated by
Bertoldi and McKee (1992). The gravitational pressure is then
PG =
(
3pia
20
)
GΣ2 → 5540A¯2V K cm−3, (6)
where Σ is the mean surface density of the cloud and A¯V is the corre-
sponding visual extinction. The numerical evaluation is for a spherical
cloud with a 1/r density profile.
Magnetic fields play a crucial role in the structure and evolution
of molecular clouds. For poloidal fields, the relative importance of
gravity and magnetic field is determined by the ratio of the mass to
the magnetic critical mass,
MΦ =
cΦΦ
G1/2
. (7)
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The value of the numerical factor cΦ depends on the distribution of
mass to flux. If the mass–to–flux ratio is constant, then cΦ = 1/2pi
(Nakano & Nakamura 1978). In this case, the ratio of the magnetic
force to the gravitational force is (in our notation) (MΦ/M)
2 (Shu &
Li 1997), which is invariant so long as the magnetic flux is frozen to the
matter. For M < MΦ, the cloud is said to be magnetically subcritical:
such a cloud can never undergo gravitational collapse (so long as flux
freezing holds) since the magnetic force always exceeds the gravitational
force. Conversely, if M > MΦ, the cloud is magnetically supercritical,
and magnetic fields cannot prevent gravitational collapse. Shu & Li
(1997) have presented a general analysis of the forces in magnetized
disks with a constant mass–to–flux ratio (which they term “isopedic”
disks); their analysis applies even if the disks are non-axisymmetric
and time-dependent. The distinction between magnetically subcritical
and supercritical disks holds for non–isopedic disks as well, although
the value of cΦ may differ; for example, for a mass–to–flux distribution
corresponding to a uniform field threading a uniform, spherical cloud,
Tomisaka et al. (1988) find cΦ ≃ 0.12.
Toroidal fields can provide a confining force, thereby reducing the
magnetic critical mass (Tomisaka 1991; Fiege & Pudritz 1998). How-
ever, the ratio of the toroidal field to the poloidal field cannot become
too large without engendering instabilities (e.g., Jackson 1975).
If the cloud is supported by thermal and nonthermal pressure in
addition to the magnetic stresses, then the maximum stable mass is
the critical mass Mcr, and the cloud is subcritical for M < Mcr and
supercritical for M > Mcr. For an isothermal cloud, the critical
mass is given by Mcr ≃ MΦ + MBE, where the Bonnor-Ebert mass
MBE = 1.18c
4
s/(G
3P0)
1/2 is the largest gravitationally stable mass at
an exterior pressure P0 for a nonmagnetic sphere (McKee 1989).
What do observations say about the importance of magnetic fields
in clouds? The most detailed study is that of the cloud B1, for which
Crutcher et al. (1994) found that the inner envelope was marginally
magnetically subcritical, whereas the densest region was somewhat su-
percritical. The observational results were shown to be in good agree-
ment with a numerical model that, however, did not include the ob-
served nonthermal motions. Crutcher (1999) has summarized the ob-
servations of magnetic fields in a number of clouds, and finds that they
are magnetically supercritical; in this sample, which tends to focus on
the central regions of clouds, there is no clear case in which a cloud is
magnetically subcritical. If the magnetic field makes an angle θ with
respect to the line of sight, then the observed field is smaller than the
true value by a factor cos θ; on average, this is a factor 1/2. After allow-
ing for this, he finds that on average 〈M/MΦ〉 ≃ 2.5. If the clouds are
flattened along the field lines, then the observed area is smaller than the
true area by factor cos θ as well, so that M/MΦ ∝ cos2 θ; on average,
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this is a factor 1/3. However, since clouds are observed to have substan-
tial motions, they are unlikely to be highly flattened along field lines,
so Crutcher concludes that 〈M/MΦ〉 ≃ 2. The idea that GMCs are
magnetically supercritical with M/MΦ ≃ 2 was suggested theoretically
by McKee (1989); Bertoldi & McKee (1992) extended this argument to
star forming clumps, and Nakano (1998) argued that cores are magnet-
ically supercritical. Crutcher (1999) also finds that the Alfve´n Mach
number of the motions, mA = σ
√
3/vA, is about unity, as inferred
previously by others on the basis of less complete data (e.g., Myers &
Goodman 1988).
With these results in hand, we can now address the issue of whether
molecular clouds and their constituents are gravitationally bound. The
virial theorem (eq. 4) enables us to write the total energy E = T +
M+W as
E =
3
2
[
P0 − PG
(
1− M|W|
)]
Vcl. (8)
In the absence of a magnetic field, the condition that the cloud be
bound (i.e., E < 0) is simply PG > P0. We shall use this criterion even
for magnetized clouds, bearing in mind that using the total ambient gas
pressure for P0 is an overestimate and that our analysis is approximate
because we have used the time-averaged virial theorem.
For GMCs, the surface pressure is that of the ambient interstellar
medium. In the solar vicinity, the total interstellar pressure, which
balances the weight of the ISM, is about 2.8 × 104 K cm−3 (Boulares
and Cox 1990). Of this, about 0.7 × 104 K cm−3 is due to cosmic
rays; since they pervade both the ISM and a molecular cloud, they do
not contribute to the support of a cloud and may be neglected. The
magnetic pressure is about 0.3 × 104 K cm−3 (Heiles 1996), leaving
P0 ≃ 1.8× 104 K cm−3 as the total ambient gas pressure.
What is the minimum value of PG for a molecular cloud? According
to van Dishoeck and Black (1988), molecular clouds exposed to the local
interstellar radiation field have a layer of C+ and C0 corresponding to
a visual extinction of 0.7 mag. If we require at least 1/3 of the carbon
along a line of sight through a cloud to be in the form of CO in order for
it to be considered “molecular”, then the total visual extinction must be
A¯V > 2 mag (allowing for a shielding layer on both sides). According
to equation (6), this gives PG >∼ 2 × 104 K cm−3 ∼ P0, verifying that
molecular clouds as observed in CO are at least marginally bound (e.g.
Larson 1981). Note that if we defined molecular clouds as having a
significant fraction of H2 rather than CO, the minimum column density
required would be substantially less and the clouds might not be bound.
Furthermore, the conclusion that CO clouds are bound depends both
on the interstellar pressure and on the strength of the FUV radiation
field, and CO clouds may not be bound everywhere in the Galaxy or
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in other galaxies (Elmegreen 1993b).
GMCs in the solar neighborhood typically have mean extinctions
significantly greater than 2 mag, and as a result PG is generally sig-
nificantly greater than P0. For GMCs in the solar neighborhood,
PG ∼ 2 × 105 K cm−3, an order of magnitude greater than P0 (Blitz
1991; Bertoldi & McKee 1992; Williams et al. 1995). Thus if GMCs are
dynamically stable entities (the crossing time for a GMC is about 107 y,
smaller than the expected lifetime – see Blitz & Shu 1980), then GMCs
must be self-gravitating. In the inner galaxy, where P0 is expected to
be greater, the typical GMC linewidths also appear to be somewhat
greater than those found locally (Sanders, Scoville, & Solomon 1985),
and thus PG is still comfortably greater than P0.
For clumps within GMCs, the surface pressure is just the mean
pressure inside the GMC, PG(GMC) ∝ Σ2(GMC), so the virial theorem
becomes P¯ (clump)∝ Σ2(GMC)+Σ2(clump). Most clumps observed in
13CO have Σ(clump)≪ Σ(GMC) and are therefore confined by pressure
rather than gravity; on the other hand, much of the mass is in massive
star-forming clumps that have Σ(clump)>∼ Σ(GMC) and are therefore
gravitationally bound (Bertoldi and McKee 1992).
C. Structure analysis techniques
Molecular cloud structure can be mapped via radio spectroscopy
of molecular lines (e.g., Bally et al. 1987), continuum emission from
dust (e.g., Wood, Myers, & Daugherty 1994), or stellar absorption by
dust (Lada et al. 1994). The first gives kinematical as well as spatial
information and results in a three dimensional cube of data, whereas the
latter two result in two dimensional datasets. Many different techniques
have been developed to analyze these data which we discuss briefly here.
Stutzki & Gu¨sten (1990) and Williams, de Geus, & Blitz (1994)
use the most direct approach and decompose the data into a set of
discrete clumps, the first based on recursive tri-axial gaussian fits, and
the latter by identifying peaks of emission and then tracing contours to
lower levels. The resulting clumps can be considered to be the “build-
ing blocks” of the cloud and may be analyzed in any number of ways to
determine a size-linewidth relation, mass spectrum, and variations in
cloud conditions as a function of position (Williams et al. 1995). There
are caveats associated with each method of clump deconvolution, how-
ever. Since the structures in a spectral line map of a molecular cloud
are not, in general, gaussian, the recursive fitting method of Stutzki &
Gu¨sten (1990) will tend to find and subsequently fit residuals around
each clump, which results in a mass spectrum that is steeper than the
true distribution. On the other hand, the contour tracing method of
Williams et al. (1994) has a tendency to blend small features with
larger structures and results in a mass spectrum that is flatter than the
true distribution.
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Heyer & Schloerb (1997) use principal component analysis to iden-
tify differences in line profiles over a map. A series of eigenvectors and
eigenimages are created which identify ever smaller velocity fluctua-
tions and their spatial distribution, resulting in the determination of a
size-linewidth relation. Langer, Wilson, & Anderson (1993) use Lapla-
cian pyramid transforms (a generalization of the Fourier transform)
to measure the power on different size scales in a map; as an appli-
cation, they determine the mass spectrum in the B5 molecular cloud.
Recently, Stutzki et al. (1998) have described a closely related Allan-
variance technique to characterize the fractal structure of 2-dimensional
maps. Houlahan & Scalo (1992) define an algorithm that constructs
a structure tree for a map; this retains the spatial relation of the in-
dividual components within the map but loses information regarding
their shapes and sizes. It is most useful for displaying and ordering the
hierarchical nature of the structures in a cloud.
Adams (1992) discusses a topological approach to quantify the dif-
ference between maps. Various “output functions” (e.g., distribution
of density, volume, and number of components as a function of column
density; see Wiseman & Adams 1994) are calculated for each cloud
dataset and a suitably defined metric is used to determine the distance
between these functions and therefore to quantify how similar clouds
are, or to rank a set of clouds.
A completely different technique was pioneered by Lada et al.
(1994). They determine a dust column density in the dark cloud
IC 5146 by star counts in the near-infrared and mapped cloud structure
over a much greater dynamic range (AV = 0 − 32 mag) than a single
spectral line map.
The most striking result of applying these various analysis tools to
molecular cloud datasets is the identification of self-similar structures
characterized by power law relationships between, most famously, the
size and linewidth of features (Larson 1981), and the number of objects
of a given mass (e.g., Loren 1989). Indeed, mass spectra are observed to
follow a power law with nearly the same exponent, x = 0.6−0.8, where
dN/d lnM ∝M−x from clouds with masses up to 105 M⊙ in the outer
Galaxy to features in nearby high-latitude clouds with masses as small
as 10−4 M⊙ (Heyer & Terebey 1998; Kramer et al. 1998a; Heithausen
et al. 1998). Since a power law does not have a characteristic scale,
the implication is that clouds and their internal structure are scale-free.
This is a powerful motivation for a fractal description of the molecular
ISM (Falgarone et al. 1991, Elmegreen 1997a). On the other hand,
molecular cloud maps do have clearly identifiable features, especially
in spectral line maps when a velocity axis can be used to separate
kinematically distinct features along a line of sight (Blitz 1993). These
features are commonly called clumps, but there are also filaments (e.g.,
Nagahama et al. 1998), and rings, cavities, and shells (e.g., Carpenter
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et al. 1995a).
D. Clumps
Clump decomposition methods such as those described above by
Stutzki & Gu¨sten (1990) and Williams et al. (1994) can be readily
visualized and have an appealing simplicity. In addition, as for all au-
tomated techniques, these algorithms offer an unbiased way to analyze
datasets, and are still a valid and useful tool for cloud comparisons
even if one does not subscribe to the notion of clumps within clouds as
a physical reality (Scalo 1990).
In a comparative study of two clouds, Williams et al. (1994)
searched for differences in cloud structure between a star forming
and non-star forming GMC. The datasets they analyzed were maps
of 13CO(1–0) emission with similar spatial (0.7 pc) and velocity res-
olution (0.68 km s−1) but the two clouds, although of similar mass
∼ 105 M⊙, have very different levels of star formation activity. The
first, the Rosette molecular cloud, is associated with an HII region
powered by a cluster of 17 O and B stars and also contains a number
of bright infrared sources from ongoing star formation deeper within
the cloud (Cox, Deharveng, & Leene 1990). The second cloud, G216-
2.5, originally discovered by Maddalena & Thaddeus (1985), contains
no IRAS sources from sites of embedded star formation and has an
exceptionally low far-infrared luminosity to mass ratio (Blitz 1990),
LIR/Mcloud < 0.07 L⊙/M⊙, compared to more typical values of order
unity (see Williams & Blitz 1998).
Almost 100 clumps were cataloged in each cloud, and sizes,
linewidths, and masses were calculated for each. These basic quan-
tities were found to be related by power laws with the same index for
the two clouds, but with different offsets (Figure 2) in the sense that
for a given mass, clumps in the non-star forming cloud are larger, and
have greater linewidths than in the star forming cloud. The similarity
of the power law indices suggests that, on these scales, ∼ few pc, and at
the low average densities, 〈nH2〉 ∼ 300 cm−3, of the observed clumps,
the principal difference between the star forming and non-star forming
cloud is the change of scale rather than the collective nature of the
structures in each cloud.
Figure 2 shows that the kinetic energy of each clump in G216-2.5
exceeds its gravitational potential energy, and therefore no clump in
the cloud is bound (although the cloud as a whole is bound). On the
other hand, Williams et al. (1995) show that, for the Rosette molecular
cloud, stars formation occurs only in the gravitationally bound clumps
in the cloud. Therefore, the lack of bound clumps in G216-2.5 may
explain why there is no star formation currently taking place within it.
Even in the Rosette cloud, most clumps are not gravitationally
bound. These unbound clumps have similar density profiles, n(r) ∝
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1/r2, as the bound clumps (Williams et al. 1995), but contain rela-
tively little dense gas as traced by CO(3–2) or CS(2–1) (Williams &
Blitz 1998). The unbound clumps are “pressure confined” in that their
internal kinetic pressure, which is primarily turbulent, is comparable to
the mean pressure of the ambient GMC (Blitz 1991; Bertoldi & McKee
1992). Simulations suggest that these clumps are transient structures
(see chapter by Ostriker et al.)
The nature of the interclump medium remains unclear: Blitz &
Stark (1986) postulated that it is low density molecular gas, but
this has been questioned by Schneider et al. (1996). Blitz (1990,
1993) showed that atomic envelopes around molecular clouds are quite
common and that the atomic gas plausibly pervades the interclump
medium. Williams et al. (1995) show that the HI associated with the
molecular gas in the Rosette has about the same turbulent pressure,
and suggest that it could serve as the confining medium.
Cloud, clump and core density profiles are reflections of the physics
that shape their evolution, but the density profiles of clouds and clumps
have received scant attention. For clouds, which often are quite amor-
phous without a clear central peak, the density profile is often difficult
to define observationally. For clumps, Williams et al. (1995) showed
that surface density profiles of pressure bound, gravitationally bound,
and star-forming clumps all have similar power law indices close to
1. Formally, the fits range from -0.8 to -1.2, but these differences do
not appear to be significant. For a spherical cloud of infinite extent,
Σ(r) ∝ r−1 implies ρ(r) ∝ r−2, suggesting that the (turbulent) pres-
sure support is spatially constant. However, McLaughlin & Pudritz
(1996) argued that for finite spheres, the volume density distribution
can be considerably flatter than that inferred for infinite clumps. Den-
sity distributions inferred from observations also require consideration
of beam-convolution effects. It is nevertheless astonishing that both
strongly self-gravitating clumps and those bound by external pressure
have such similar, perhaps identical density distributions. Why this
should be so is unclear.
E. Fractal Structures
An alternate description of the ISM is based on fractals. High
spatial dynamic range observations of molecular clouds, whether by
millimeter spectroscopy (e.g., Falgarone et al. 1998), IRAS (Bazell
& De´sert 1988), or using the Hubble Space Telescope (e.g., O’Dell &
Wong 1996; Hester et al. 1996) show exceedingly complex patterns
that appear to defy a simple description in terms of clouds, clumps
and cores; Scalo (1990) has argued that such loaded names arose from
lower dynamic range observations and a general human tendency to
categorize continuous forms into discrete units.
As we have discussed above, it seems that however one analyzes
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a molecular cloud dataset, one finds self-similar structures. More-
over, the highly supersonic linewidths that are observed in molecular
clouds probably imply turbulent motions (see discussion in Falgarone &
Phillips 1990), for which one would naturally expect a fractal structure
(Mandelbrot 1982).
The fractal dimension of a cloud boundary, D, can be determined
from the perimeter-area relation of a map, P ∝ AD/2. Many studies
of the molecular ISM find a similar dimension, D ≃ 1.4 (Falgarone
et al. 1991 and references therein). In the absence of noise, D > 1
demonstrates that cloud boundaries are fractal. That D is invariant
from cloud to cloud (star-forming or quiescent, gravitationally bound
or not) is perhaps related to the similarity in the mass spectrum index
in many different molecular clouds (Kramer et al. 1998a; Heithausen et
al. 1998). Fractal models have been used to explain both the observed
mass spectrum of structures (Elmegreen & Falgarone 1996) and the
stellar IMF (Elmegreen 1997b).
Probability density functions (PDFs) may be used to describe the
distribution of physical quantities (such as density and velocity) in a
region of space without resorting to concepts of discrete objects such as
clouds, clumps and cores. The density PDF is readily determined from
simulations, and can be semi-analytically modeled (Vazquez-Semadeni
1998) but is very difficult to determine from observations because pro-
jection and excitation effects result in maps of column density inte-
grated over a limited range of volume density. We discuss column
density PDFs in §III.F.
Velocities, albeit also projected, can be much more easily measured.
Falgarone & Phillips (1990) show that the PDF of the velocity field can
be determined from high signal-to-noise observations of a single line
profile. The low-level, broad line wings that are observed in non-star
forming regions show that the probability of rare, high-velocity motions
in the gas are greater that predicted by a Normal (gaussian) probabil-
ity distribution. This intermittent behavior is expected in a turbulent
medium, and their detailed analysis shows that the deviations from the
predictions for Kolmogorov turbulence are small despite the fact that
the basic assumptions of Kolmogorov turbulence, such as incompress-
ibility and B = 0, are not satisfied. Miesch & Scalo (1995) calculate
velocity centroid PDFs from 13CO observations of star-forming regions
and also report non-gaussian behaviour. Lis et al. (1996) compare their
results with a similar analysis applied to simulations of compressible
turbulence; such work may be a promising avenue for exploring the role
of turbulence in molecular clouds.
A key project at the IRAM 30 m telescope has been the investi-
gation of the small scale structure in pre-star forming regions (Falgar-
one et al. 1998). Their study of many high resolution, high spatial
dynamic range maps in a number of different tracers and transitions
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shows that the line core emission has a rather smooth and extended
spatial distribution, but the line wing emission has a more filamentary
distribution. These filaments also show very large local velocity gradi-
ents, >∼ 10 km s−1 pc−1, and have the greatest amount of small scale
structure.
Falgarone et al. also address a long standing problem concerning
the extreme smoothness of observed line profiles. Isotopic ratios indi-
cate that CO lines, especially at line center, are very optically thick, yet
line profiles are generally neither flat topped nor self-reversed. More-
over, line profiles do not break up into separate components at high an-
gular and spectral resolution. This has traditionally presented a prob-
lem for the clump-based picture of molecular clouds (Martin, Sanders,
& Hills 1984). Falgarone et al. interpret their results in terms of a
macroturbulent model: emission arises from a large number of cells
with size <∼ 200 AU and densities ranging from nH2 ∼ 103 cm−3 for
line-wing emission, to nH2 ∼ 105 cm−3 for line-core emission. They find
that an anti-correlation between linewidth and intensity and speculate
that as the turbulent motions dissipate, there is increased radiative cou-
pling between cells. Macroturbulent models have also been explored by
Wolfire, Hollenbach, & Tielens (1993) who include the effects of pho-
todissociation, and Tauber (1996) who includes an interclump medium
but finds no evidence for small scale structures (<∼ 0.5 pc) in Orion A.
F. Departures from self-similarity
The universal self-similarity that is observed in all types of cloud,
over a wide range in mass and star forming activity is remarkable,
but a consequence of this universality is that it does not differentiate
between clouds with different rates of star formation (or those that are
not forming stars at all) and therefore it cannot be expected to explain
the detailed processes by which a star forms. Star formation must be
preceeded by a departure from structural self-similarity.
An upper limit to the range over which self-similar scaling laws
apply is set by the generalization of the Bonnor-Ebert mass to non-
thermal linewidths. From an analysis of the clumps in Ophiuchus,
Orion B, the Rosette, and Cep OB 3, Bertoldi & McKee (1992) found
that MBE = 1.18σ
4/(G3P )1/2 is about constant for all the pressure-
confined clouds in each GMC. Here, σ is the total (thermal + non-
thermal) velocity dispersion, For all but Cep OB 3, for which the data
are of low resolution, star formation was confined to clumps with M >∼
MBE, and essentially all the clumps with M > MBE are forming stars.
The maximum mass of a clump in these clouds was in the range (1 −
10)MBE (for Cep OB 3, this statement applies only to the limited part
of the cloud for which data were available).
On the small scale, there have long been suggestions that the ther-
mal Bonnor-Ebert mass gives a scale that determines the characteristic
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mass of stars (Larson 1985). In order to determine whether such a
scale is important in molecular clouds, Blitz & Williams (1997) ex-
amined how the structural properties of a large scale, high resolution
13CO map of the Taurus molecular cloud obtained by Mizuno et al.
(1995) varied as the resolution was degraded by an order of magnitude.
In their work, they use the temperature histogram of the dataset to
compare the cloud properties as a function of resolution. This is the
most basic statistic and requires minimal interpretation of the data.
In Figure 3 we show the column density PDF, which is proportional
to the integrated intensity histogram for optically thin emission, for
this Taurus dataset at two resolutions and four other 13CO maps of
molecular clouds.
To compare the different cloud PDFs, Figure 3 shows column den-
sities that have been normalized by the peak, Npeak, of each map. Each
PDF has also been truncated at N/Npeak ≃ 0.15 − 0.25 to show only
those points with high signal-to-noise. Within the Poisson errors (not
shown for clarity), the PDFs of the different clouds are all the same,
except for the higher resolution Taurus PDF for which there is a lower
relative probability of having lines of sight with N/Npeak >∼ 0.7. The
low intensities of the 13CO emission imply that the optical depth is
small along all lines of sight in the map, and is not responsible for this
effect. Rather, from examination of the integrated intensity maps, Blitz
& Williams (1997) show that this is due to a steepening of the column
density profiles at small size scales (see also Abergel et al. 1994).
There are two immediate implications from Figure 3. First, the
common exponential shape for the column density PDF is another man-
ifestation of the self similar nature of cloud structure. It is a simple
quantity to calculate and may provide a quick and useful test of the
fidelity of cloud simulations.
Second, since the behavior of the Taurus dataset changes as it is
smoothed, it cannot be described by a single fractal dimension over all
scales represented in the map (see Williams 1998 for a demonstration
that the intensity histogram of a fractal cloud is resolution invariant
as one would expect). There is other evidence for departures from
self-similarity at similar size scales. Goodman et al. (1998) examine
in detail the nature of the size-linewidth relation in dense cores as
linewidths approach a constant, slightly greater than thermal, value
in a central “coherent” region ∼ 0.1 pc diameter (Myers 1983). Also,
Larson (1995) finds that the two-point angular correlation function of
T Tauri stars in Taurus departs from a single power law at a size scale
of 0.04 pc (see also Simon 1997).
For gas of density nH2 ∼ 103 cm−3, these size scales correspond
to masses of order ∼ 1 M⊙, close to the thermal Bonnor-Ebert mass
at a temperature T = 10 K. It must be emphasized that the above
evidence for characteristic scales comes from studies of gravitationally
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bound, star forming regions: self-similarity in unbound clouds contin-
ues to much smaller scales. Figure 3 shows that the column density
PDF of the unbound, high latitude cloud MBM12 is identical, at a res-
olution of 0.03 pc, to the other lower resolution PDFs of star forming
GMCs. Similarly, the mass spectra of other high latitude clouds follow
power laws, dN/d lnM ∝M−x with x ≃ 0.6− 0.8, down to extremely
low masses, M ≃ 10−4 M⊙ (Kramer et al. 1998a; Heithausen et al.
1998). It appears to be the action of gravity that creates the observed
departures from self-similarity.
IV. THE CONNECTION BETWEEN CLOUD STRUC-
TURE AND STAR FORMATION
A. Star-forming clumps
Star-forming clumps are bound regions in a molecular cloud that
form stellar clusters. Since most stars form in clusters, questions of
star formation efficiency and rate are tied into the efficiency and rate
of formation of star-forming clumps, and the IMF is related to the
fragmentation of such clumps into individual star forming cores.
The median column density of molecular gas in the outer Galaxy
CO survey by Heyer et al. (1998) is only N(H2) ≃ 2 × 1021 cm−2,
and most of the mass of a molecular cloud is contained within the low
column density lines of sight, AV <∼ 2 (Carpenter et al. 1995a; Heyer
et al. 1996). Such gas is ionized predominantly by the interstellar far
ultraviolet radiation field (hν < 13.6 eV). McKee (1989) showed that
this is true throughout the Galaxy: most molecular gas is photoionized
and therefore has a higher level of ionization than that due to cosmic
rays alone. Since the rate of low–mass star formation may be governed
by ambipolar diffusion, which in turn is determined by the ionization
(e.g., Shu et al. 1987), low–mass star formation is “photoionization–
regulated”: most stars form in regions shielded from photoionization
by column densities of dust corresponding to AV >∼ 3 − 4. This idea
has been applied to the formation of star clusters by Bertoldi & McKee
(1996). It naturally accounts for the low average rate of star formation
in the Galaxy, since only about 10% of the mass of a typical GMC is
sufficiently shielded to have active star formation, and the ambipolar
diffusion timescale is about 10 times the free fall time. Observations
of the ISM in the low metallicity Magellanic Clouds have verified the
prediction that molecular clouds have about the same dust column
densities, and therefore higher gas column densities, as Galactic molec-
ular clouds (Pak et al. 1998). Li, Evans, & Lada (1997) have tested
photoionization–regulated star formation by searching for evidence of
recent star formation in low extinction regions of L1630; they found
no evidence for such star formation. On the other hand, Strom et al.
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(1993) did find evidence for distributed star formation in L1641; pos-
sible reasons for the discrepancy are discussed by Li et al. In addition,
Nakano (1998) has questioned whether ambipolar diffusion plays any
important role in low mass star formation. He has correctly pointed out
that cores are magnetically supercritical, so that ambipolar diffusion is
unimportant there, but he has not addressed the issue of whether am-
bipolar diffusion was important prior to the formation of the cores. An
observational determination of the role of ambipolar diffusion in low
mass star formation remains a challenge for the future.
B. Cores
The core that forms an individual star (or multiple stellar system)
is the final stage of cloud fragmentation. Cores have typical average
densities nH2 ∼ 105 cm−3 and can be observed in high excitation lines
or transitions of molecules with large dipole moments (Benson & Myers
1989), or via dust continuum emission at millimeter and sub-millimeter
wavelengths (Kramer et al. 1998b).
Because of their high densities, the surface filling fraction of cores
is low, even in cluster forming environments. Therefore searches for
cores have generally followed signs of star formation activity, e.g. IRAS
emission, outflows, etc. and there have been few unbiased searches (e.g.
Myers & Benson 1983). However, increases in instrument speed have
now made it possible to survey millimeter continuum emission over
relatively large areas of the sky. There have been two very recent results
in this regard, the first by Motte, Andre´, & Neri (1998) at 1.3 mm using
the array bolometer on the IRAM 30 m telescope, and the second by
Testi & Sargent (1998) at 3 mm using the OVRO interferometer.
Motte et al. (1998) mapped the ρ Ophiuchus cloud, the closest rich
cluster forming region (see chapter by Andre´ et al.) and Testi & Sargent
(1998) mapped the Serpens molecular cloud, a more distant, but more
massive and somewhat richer star forming region (Figure 4). In each
case, the large scale, high resolution observations reveal a large number
of embedded young protostars and also starless, dense condensations.
Both studies find that the mass spectrum of the cores is significantly
steeper, x > 1.1 (where dN/d lnM ∝ M−x) than clump mass spectra,
x ≃ 0.6 − 0.8. The core mass spectra resemble the slope, x = 1.35,
of the stellar (Salpeter) IMF which suggests a very direct link between
cloud structure and star formation. However, it has not yet been shown
that these starless cores are self-gravitating, which is an important step
in establishing the link.
C. The origin of the IMF
The spectrum, lifetime, and end state of a star are primarily deter-
mined by its mass. Consequently, the problem of understanding how
the mass of a star is determined during its formation, and the origin of
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the IMF, has a very wide application in many fields from galaxy evo-
lution to the habitability of extrasolar planets. The form of the IMF is
typically assumed to be invariant, but since it is directly measureable
only locally, knowing how it comes about can help us predict how it
might vary under different astrophysical environments.
Observations and theories of the IMF are discussed in detail in
the chapter by Adams et al., but here we briefly note the connection
between the work described in this chapter and the IMF. Many expla-
nations for the form of the IMF use as their starting point the mass
spectrum of clouds and clumps as revealed by molecular line emission,
dN/d lnM ∝ M−x with x ≃ 0.5. Most such structures, however, are
not forming stars: the majority of stars form in clusters in a few of
the most massive clumps in a cloud. An understanding of the origin of
the IMF can only come about with a more complete picture of the for-
mation of star-forming clumps and the fragmentation of these clumps
down to individual star forming cores. The unbiased continuum surveys
by Motte et al. (1998) and Testi & Sargent (1998) are an important
step in this direction. As high resolution studies of individual cores in
cluster environments become more commonplace, the relationship be-
tween stellar mass and core mass can be determined. If the core mass
spectrum is indeed similar to the stellar IMF, then the fraction of the
mass of a core that goes into a star (the star formation efficiency of
the core) is approximately independent of mass and the stellar IMF
is determined principally by the cloud fragmentation processes. By
measuring the core mass spectrum in different clusters in a variety of
different molecular clouds, the influence of the large scale structure and
environment on the IMF can be quantified.
V. SUMMARY
The study of the structure of molecular clouds is inextricably linked
to the formation of stars. In the outer Galaxy the molecular gas is
confined to spiral arms. The inner Galaxy also shows confinement of
the molecular gas to the spiral arms, but there is some evidence for
interarm molecular gas as well. The observed star formation rate and
efficiency in the Galaxy may be the result of only about 10% of the
molecular ISM being shielded from the interstellar UV radiation field
to an extent that matter can drift through the magnetic field lines and
condense into star forming cores on timescales ∼ 10 Myr.
Molecular clouds, in the outer Galaxy at least, probably result
from the compression of atomic gas entering a spiral arm. Thus, the
density inhomogeneities in clouds may simply reflect the initial non-
uniform conditions of the atomic ISM and need not be related to star
formation. At moderate densities, nH2
<∼ 103 cm−3, cloud structures
are self-similar up to a scale set by self-gravity and clump mass-spectra
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have similar power law indices independent of the star-forming nature
of the cloud.
As linewidths approach their thermal value, structures depart from
the same self-similar description. This departure may mark the bound-
ary between cloud evolution and star formation. Clusters of individual
star forming cores, with a mass spectrum that approaches the Salpeter
IMF, are observed in the ρ Ophiuchus and Serpens clouds. In the com-
ing years, we can expect there to be increased observational and theo-
retical effort to understand the structure, dynamics, and distribution of
these cores in a variety of star forming environments which should lead
to a better understanding of the relationship between the structure and
evolution of molecular clouds and the initial mass function of stars.
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Figure 1: Velocity integrated CO emission in the outer Galaxy (from Heyer
et al. 1998). This map, made with the 15 beam QUARRY receiver on the
FCRAO telescope, contains over half a million spectra and shows a little
less than 1=3 of their outer Galaxy survey. The grayscale ranges from 4 to
40 K km s
 1
. The high spatial dynamic range of this survey shows the large
scale distribution of molecular gas in the ISM in exceptional detail.
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Figure 2: Structure in the Rosette and G216-2.5 molecular clouds. The
two left panels show contours of velocity integrated CO emission (levels
at 15 K km s
 1
for the RMC, 1.8 K km s
 1
for G216-2.5) overlaid on a
grayscale image of the IRAS 100 m intensity (1.1 to 2.5 MJy sr
 1
, same
for both clouds). The Rosette cloud is infrared bright, indicative of its high
star formation rate, but G216-2.5 has a very low infrared luminosity due to
a lack of star formation within it. The four rightmost panels show power law
relations between clump mass and size, linewidth, energy balance (i.e. the
ratio of kinetic energy, T = 3M(v=2:355)
2
=2, to gravitational potential
energy, approximated as W =  3GM
2
=5R), and number (i.e. clump mass
spectrum) for the two clouds. The solid circles represent clumps in the
RMC, and open circles represent clumps in G216-2.5. Each relationship has
been t by a power law: note that the power law exponent is approximately
the same for the clumps in each cloud despite the large dierence in star
formation activity.
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Figure 3: Column density PDF of
13
CO emission in ve molecular clouds.
Column densities have been normalized by the peak value in each dataset
and then binned. The fraction of data points in each bin is plotted as a
function of normalized column density. The ordinate has been arbitrarily
scaled so as to align the dierent curves at low column densities. Note
the similarity between the dierent datasets, except for the high resolution
Taurus map which has a lower fraction of data points with column densities
within 70% of the peak.
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Figure 4: 3 m continuum emission in the Serpens molecular cloud (from
Testi & Sargent 1998). This map is the result of a mosaic of 50 elds using
the OVRO interferometer. The synthesized beam is 5:7
00
 4:3
00
(FWHM)
and is indicated by the lled ellipse in the lower right corner. The noise
level is  = 0:9 mJy beam
 1
and contours begin and are in steps of 3. A
large number of sources, each a dense dust condensation, are visible. The
previously known far-infrared and sub-millimeter sources are marked with
crosses and labeled. The core mass spectrum has a slope dN=dM /M
 2:1
,
and more closely resembles the Salpeter IMF than the clump mass spectrum
in molecular clouds.
